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Malacrida (2009) and Thomas (1997) have provided an insight into the lives of disabled mothers, but little attention has been paid to disabled working mothers. This paper draws on interviews with women who had a formal dyslexia diagnosis, to discuss: particular difficulties when combining work and mothering; the perceived positive impacts on work and education, of becoming a mother; unsupportive managers; what some mothers found helpful in order to maintain work; and the diversity between experiences. We conclude that for those already on a career path before having children, some of their experiences could have been seen as an amplification of what other working mothers’ face. However, a difference was that the added time taken up with mothering meant they became more vulnerable to ‘exposing’ their impairment at work. In contrast, for dyslexic women who were yet to attain a high status in education and work, motherhood encouraged them to initiate their career.
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Introduction
This paper analyses the ways in which being dyslexic and being a mother may impact on paid work. Pennington’s (1991) review of research indicated that the prevalence of dyslexia ranged between five to 30 per cent of the population.​[1]​ Whilst there are detailed studies about the ways in which mothering and paid work combine, and many books on how to improve the working lives of dyslexic adults, few pay attention to what happens when disability, work and mothering intersect. In the following review of the literature, we outline some of the difficulties encountered when mothering is combined with paid work; then, how dyslexia is thought to impact on work and what the literature suggests may help. We then discuss the research methods used for this study. These methods involved ten highly detailed life-story interviews undertaken as part of a research project exploring the intersection of dyslexia, paid work and the mothering of children of school age or below. The key research questions approached this intersection from different perspectives. They were ‘Do working women perceive dyslexia impacts on their mothering, and if so how?’ and ‘Do dyslexic women perceive becoming a mother impacts on their paid work, and if so how?’ Drawing on this data, in this paper we argue that for some dyslexic working mothers the perceived impacts on paid work may be an amplification of what most working mothers experience. Like other women, they may see themselves, and be seen, as ‘less ideal’ workers because they ‘lack commitment’. A difference, we argue, is that they may also see themselves, and/or be seen as, ‘less ideal’ in terms of abilities, as their techniques for hiding their impairments become less feasible when they have a child. However, this was not the case for all, because the intersection of gender, class, life stage (parenting) and ethnicity, interacting with the sequencing of having a child and employment appears to enable different stories. 

Review of the literature
Combining work and mothering
There are detailed accounts of how women often find it a battle to maintain work when they become a mother (Himmelweit and Sigala, 2004; Houston and Marks, 2005). Gambles et al. (2006: 5) suggest that ‘ideal’ workers are framed as always available and ‘do not modify for family reasons’. Working mothers are reported as feeling they are considered lacking in commitment and have to work extra hard to prove themselves ‘equal’  ADDIN EN.CITE (Grady and McCarthy, 2008; Liff and Ward, 2001; Smithson and Stokoe, 2005). Smithson and Stokoe’s (2005: 155) study indicates that professional and managerial roles can be considered inappropriate for those who are ‘unable’ to ‘put in the extra mile’. 
At the same time it has been argued that, in an age of ‘intensive mothering’,​[2]​ Western mothers are expected to prioritise their children, creating competing demands for their time and both ideological and practical tensions (Hays, 1996). Women appreciate some of the benefits that mothering might bring to their work (Bailey, 2000; Jenkins, 2004), such as patience and empathy. However, Jacobs and Gerson (2004) indicate that working mothers can become overwhelmed by the time demands of the two ‘greedy institutions’ of work and home, and failing to manage them results in stress and work–family conflict. Johnston and Swanson (2006) add that it can also lead to a sense of not being a ‘good’ (enough) mother or worker. Managing full-time work and mothering more successfully over time has been associated with being highly organised and receiving formal and informal support at home and at work (Grady and McCarthy, 2008). 
Grandparents sometimes fill in the gaps in the ‘childcare jigsaw’ by providing childcare after school or during the holidays (Wheelock and Jones, 2002). Braun et al. (2011) suggest that fathers are helping more than their fathers did, however Harkness (2008) found practical support is often still limited since fathers’ work is usually prioritised. Even when the father is the primary caregiver, research suggests the mother usually retains the organisational role (Doucet, 2006). 
	Rapoport et al.’s (2002) ‘dual agenda’ proposes that the goal of improving gender equity and work–personal life integration needs to be linked with that of improving workplace performance if equitable and inclusive arrangements in the workplace are to be achieved. They suggest that key to realising this is not only ‘challenging the organizational norms that assume the primacy of paid work’, but also ‘valuing diverse […] contributions that people bring to an organization’ (2002: 2). Similarly, Ryan and Kossek (2008) define an ‘inclusive’ workplace as one ‘that values differences […] and uses the full potential of all employees’ (2008: 269). They argue that the hegemony of the worker identity would need to change in order to implement an inclusive work environment. 
There are a few studies that focus on disability and mothering or parenting. For example, Malacrida (2009) and Thomas (1997) talk of the great effort that disabled women put into trying to attain ‘intensive mothering’ ideals. Though some studies mention disabled parents in work (for example Olsen and Clarke, 2003), most have few participants in paid employment.​[3]​ Skinner’s (2011) auto-ethnographic study gives us a glimpse of how mothering, work and dyslexia intersect in the lived experience of one individual, but her experience could be highly contingent on her professional status within a university. The current research engages with the experiences of ‘career’ women from a range of employment types, so as to address this gap.

Impairments and abilities at work
The impairments usually associated with dyslexia in the diagnostic, psychological, educational and/or medical literature include problems with phonological processing, visual and auditory skills, literacy, numeracy and short-term memory (Siegel and Smythe, 2006). This is said to affect reading, writing, spelling, grammar, pronunciation, comprehension, retention of information, dealing with information and organisation, all of which have also been associated with stress, anxiety and low self-esteem (Ridley, 2011; White, 2007). Adelman and Vogel’s (1990) research indicates that manifestations of such impairments at work can range widely from no identified effect through to the extra time needed for tasks requiring reading or writing, resulting in unfinished tasks at the end of the working day. 
Less space in this literature is given to abilities associated with dyslexia. Fink (2007) suggests dyslexic people have been successful in a range of professions, including law, business, arts, academia, teaching, acting and medicine. This is thought to be a reflection of people’s own (and assisted) ability to reduce the impacts of their impairments at work, and their additional abilities ‘despite’ or because of dyslexia. Ways of coping with impairments can develop as individuals become more aware of their strengths and weaknesses. These abilities and coping strategies may include: determination, self motivation, having the confidence to ask for help from colleagues and family, establishing priorities and goals, ‘to do’ lists, working additional hours, and systematic checking for known errors (see Adelman and Vogel, 1990; Madaus et al., 2002; Morris and Turnbull, 2007; Reid and Kirk, 2001). Of Morris and Turnbull’s (2007) dyslexic respondents, 11 per cent stated dyslexia was an asset, and 93 per cent were able to identify positive abilities they associated with being dyslexic. These included empathy, diligence, lateral thinking, determination, creativity, tolerance and ‘common sense’. Those who have developed particular strategies to compensate for their impairments, it has been argued, may be especially disciplined and good at organising and helping others (Adelman and Vogel, 1990; Morris and Turnbull, 2007; Skinner, 2011). 

Responses of managers/supervisors to impairments
The unseen nature of some specific learning difficulties may explain in part why Minskoff et al. (1987) found that managers were the least likely to make reasonable adjustments for this group. Indeed, a shortage of understanding of the impairments and needs of dyslexic employees has been identified as problematic amongst employers (Reid and Kirk, 2001). This could be related to both the lack of disclosure and fear of disclosure of dyslexia in the workplace (Blankfield, 2001; Reid and Kirk, 2001; Ridley, 2011), with estimates indicating that only 30 per cent disclose their specific learning difficulty to employers (Madaus et al., 2002). Although the main reason Madaus et al. (2002: 364) found for not disclosing was ‘no reason or need’, 46 per cent said they did not tell work because of ‘fear of potentially negative impact in the workplace’ or ‘job security’. 
	Zanoni (2011) found that disabled employees were the most commonly constructed by supervisors/management as less compliant and less able, with impairments also talked about as an ‘excuse’ for a ‘lack of willingness’ to work. Ryan and Kossek (2008) argue that the role of supervisors/managers is crucial in enabling or blocking implementation of work–life policies relevant to inclusion/exclusion for all employees, in providing (or not) the emotional and practical support required, and in developing a culture where ‘different’ needs are acceptable.

What else may be helpful in maintaining or gaining work? 
Much of the literature on dyslexia at work is diagnostic and didactic, drawing on educational discourse and a psycho-medical model of disability (Macdonald, 2009), where symptoms are diagnosed and techniques applied by professionals. For example, Bartlett et al. (2010) provide a set of chapters on how to understand diagnostic reports and work needs assessments. Whilst their tips can be useful, the tone is didactic, and the fictional or verbatim reports from ‘clients’ have little in the text about the coping strategies developed by dyslexic people themselves. Shakespeare and Erickson (2000) and Macdonald (2009) suggest that such an approach can be alienating and disempowering, placing the ‘solution’ in the hands of the ‘rescuing’ professional. 
Roulstone et al. (2003) take a different tack. Their study distinguishes between strategies at work that come from the disabled person and external sources of support. The self-developed strategies included: being assertive about requirements/needs and being open about their impairment (though both were tempered with choosing when and where it was appropriate/safe to disclose and/or be assertive); seeking out external support (e.g., family, expert advice); support/validation from other disabled people; use of technology; and flexible working. A self-developed tactic for coping, often used by dyslexic people, is working ‘twice as hard’ and increasing work hours (Macdonald, 2009: 196; Skinner, 2011). Other strategies discussed by Macdonald (2009) included: family helping them bypass any written job application; avoiding jobs that require writing; having a pre-written word list to hand, and/or using the same words repeatedly; phoning or asking a friend; having the workload/type of work adjusted to suit abilities; using a computer or other technology; and having a secretary or family member type/proofread work (see also Morris and Turnbull, 2007).
The external formal and informal support indicated in Roulstone et al.’s (2003) research came from colleagues, governmental services such as Access to Work,​[4]​ family and friends, managers and employers, non-governmental organisations and trade unions. Such support ranged from showing empathy and providing guidance, through to the provision of technological aids and finance. Guidance/support provided by mentors is also often thought to be important for disabled people in order to help them return to or maintain work (Disability Employment Coalition, 2004; Ridley, 2011; Skinner, 2011; White, 2007). Stainer and Ware’s (2006) research on the needs of dyslexic nurses found that empathetic mentors who focused on building self-esteem and encouraged the development of key skills such as organisation and memory aids (e.g., to-do lists), were helpful. Whilst this literature generally refers to more formal mentoring, Roulstone et al.’s (2003) data indicates that disabled people may seek out other disabled people informally to fulfil the role of mentor(s). Other ways of assisting dyslexic employees who have been identified include access to resources such as dictaphones and software (see also Ridley, 2011; White, 2007). 

Intersectionality and gaining/maintaining work
Zanoni’s (2011) research explored the intersection of gender, disability, age and class. She concludes that it is ‘class relations that fundamentally structure contemporary organisations, providing in these contexts a matrix of power onto which other identities are grafted’ (2011: 122). For her it is the exploitative relationship between labour and capital that enables the construction of disabled people and women as lacking in ability to generate maximum profit. Similarly, Macdonald (2009) draws on Skeggs (1997) to develop an understanding of the intersection of dyslexia and class, linking cultural capital to the ability a dyslexic person has to develop coping strategies and access support that will help them to gain and maintain paid work. In particular, Macdonald (2009) found that most of his working-class dyslexic interviewees lacked the literacy skills to fill out formal application forms, and/or lacked the qualifications and confidence to apply for promotion. In contrast, Macdonald (2009: 189) reports that whilst ‘middle-class participants acknowledged that dyslexia considerably affected their working lives […], none reported that they had not overcome this by developing adequate coping strategies’, and they were more likely to construct dyslexia as a ‘gift’ (e.g., for problem-solving or visual-spatial awareness). Whether ‘overcome’ is the appropriate word to use in this context is questionable, however. As the work of Skinner (2011) illustrates, even some of the highest achieving individuals may not feel they have ‘overcome’ their difficulties, and at different times in their life course, such as becoming a parent, strategies that once worked to reduce the impact of an impairment may no longer be as feasible. 

Methods
The material for this paper comes primarily from ten life-story interviews. The interviews had two key parts. The first part involved asking the interviewee to tell their life story with minimal interruption. In part two the interviewer asked participants to expand on themes from part one and answer further questions (see for further details Skinner, 2013). Interviews lasted 1.45 to 3.45 hours and produced transcripts totalling 248,171 words. The data was analysed using thematic analysis (see for example Skinner, 2005). Transcripts, findings and drafts of articles were sent to participants to check factual accuracy and discuss interpretation. Their views were gained via email or additional face-to-face meetings. Their comments were then incorporated into the analysis.

-insert Table about here 

Five participants were accessed through an organisation that assesses the needs of dyslexic adults in work, three through a university, and two through snowballing. The selection criteria were that interviewees had been formally diagnosed with dyslexia, were in paid work or a work placement, and had children of school age or below. As indicated in the Table, eight had a ‘professional’ job or were trying to finish a professional qualification (which included a work placement). The two whose work was not classed as ‘professional’ – in terms of requiring a professional qualification – still talked of having a ‘career’. All had disclosed their dyslexia at work or in education and all except one had, or were in the process of gaining, assistance through Access to Work or their previous/current educational establishment. All were White British except Gill whose father was from Yemen and mother was White British. 
The validity of the research comes from the careful selection of participants such that they were appropriately placed to address the research aim (how dyslexia, work and mothering intersect); the reflexivity and skill of the interviewer to assist in the generation of the material; and the selection of an appropriate method to enable the participants to put forward their stories in their own words (Stenbacka, 2001; Skinner, 2013). We do not claim that the participants are ‘representative’. The focus on primarily highly educated ‘professional’ women means that the voices of those who cannot read and/or are not currently in work or education are not included. However, the diversity of ages of the mothers and children, as well as their life histories (one had been in care, three had children when they were teenagers, two had suffered domestic violence, five were or had been single parents), has been an advantage in illustrating how different subject positions intersect to impact on the experience of trying to combine work, mothering and dyslexia. 

Findings
When work, dyslexia and mothering intersect 
Nine mothers indicated that combining work, dyslexia and mothering was difficult. Those who presented themselves as particularly affected were Beth, Elaine, Frances, Gill, Jo and Caron. Their stories suggest that this difficulty manifested in their need for extra time to complete work tasks, as well as their poor organisational skills, memory, reading speed and handwriting. These themes interlink, such as organisational skills and memory:
I do definitely think that being a mum in work is hard enough for anybody. But when you are dyslexic, I think it does make a difference […] because you have got that juggling act. If you have got good organisational skills, that has got to be easier, hasn’t it? People with good organisational skills can develop good strategies at an early stage, but unfortunately I did not have those […]. It is another element of your life and another demand in your life and if you have got problems with your working memory and more load on it, then that’s got to be an issue then, hasn’t it? (Frances)
Gill, the most senior professional interviewed, was put off seeking further promotion because of the combined problems of organisational skills and needing extra time to do key work tasks:
I am very ambitious. I think some of it is about proving you can do it and proving you can handle it and proving you can cope, and I think what I’ve proved now is I’ve gone as far as I want to go […] and in some ways I feel like I’ve overreached myself, because there’s too many elements, there’s too many pressures […]. Juggling all the family stuff and having dyslexia, it’s making it very, very stressful […]. The key thing for me, is things take me longer. So, with work what I really ideally need to be doing is bringing stuff home most days, so I can check through it, so I can get it done. I can’t get it done in work hours. (Gill)
The additional time Gill once used in the evenings to make up for the work she could not get done in the day, because of her slow reading and writing speeds, is now taken up with childcare responsibilities. This, coupled with the extra things she needs to organise at home, has made work and home life more stressful and she has lost some of her confidence at work and put the brakes on her career. 
Beth is less senior than Gill and still wants to progress in her job, but found that her limited time and dyslexia combined to make applying for a promotion harder:
I did my application form. I did rush it […]. I was at home with my daughter […]. She wasn’t very well […]. The line manager actually called me himself to say […] I had met all the criteria, but he wasn’t putting me through for interview because my application form was scruffy. (Beth)
Before having her child, Beth had the extra time she needed to prepare application forms, ensuring they were typed and her handwriting was not displayed.

Supportive and unsupportive managers 
A minority had a great deal of support from their management (Gill and Amanda), for example, Gill’s previous manager actively encouraged her progression in her career. However, most research participants had mixed experiences. Three were particularly negative, encountering situations which included finding that their jobs had been given to someone else when they returned from maternity leave, and/or managers being inflexible about the hours they could work which made covering childcare difficult (Beth, Caron and Isabella). Caron and Beth also had direct challenges from management linked to their impairment. For example, it was management’s accusations of ‘poor work’, combined with becoming a parent that prompted Beth to have a test for dyslexia. The accusation of ‘poor work’ performance started when she was pregnant. In the following excerpt Beth had started by talking about a meeting she was asked to take minutes for, during which her senior managers were talking about not having the money to cover a member of staff who was going on maternity leave, not realising it was Beth they were discussing. At this time Beth had been seconded to manage an administrative team:
So all the excuses about my work and everything I knew full well weren’t true, because I was in this meeting. To the point that I even had to stop the meeting and say ‘excuse me, should I be here?’ […] They did kind of retract all the stuff about it was the fact that it was my work, and they did admit that it was all to do with finances more than anything else […]. Now with kind of everything I’ve had going on, not just the motherhood, with the dyslexia and all the rest of it, I don’t feel […] confident to be managing that again. (Beth)
Beth did apply to go back to the grade she was previously on after she had returned from maternity leave but, as we saw earlier, this did not work out because the application was ‘scruffy’. This made her consider whether her work had been part of the reason she was demoted before, despite what she heard in the meeting, and question whether she could return to being an administrative manager.

Perceived positive work impacts of dyslexia and becoming a mother
There was a general lack of positive perceptions of work-related skills linked to dyslexia. This may reflect the negative way in which the participants and society generally view dyslexia (see also Ridley, 2011), and that the majority of participants were recently diagnosed and did not know many other dyslexic people who could act as positive role models. If they did talk of enhanced job-related skills, it tended to be in terms of being more empathetic to those who also experience difficulties with learning. Only Gill suggested that being dyslexic enhanced her management abilities in terms of (i) problem solving, stating ‘I’m very good at […] going in and looking [at] how the systems aren’t working, working out where the problem is and then sorting it out’; and (ii) improved communication such as ‘if I’ve got something to say, I’ll ring rather than email’ because of her poor spelling. Both of these skills have been associated elsewhere with dyslexia (see Adelman and Vogel, 1990). 
There were two ways in which becoming a mother was seen as positive in relation to career development. The first is commonly cited in the literature on mothers and employment, and refers to women drawing on their experiences as a mother to help them in their paid work. For example, interviewees in jobs that involved caring for other mothers, pregnant women or children, talked of the additional credibility, confidence and knowledge they have gained from becoming a mother themselves. 
Another positive was more directly linked to dyslexia. Debora, Helen, Isabella and Caron all found that motherhood boosted their confidence and encouraged them to ‘prove’ themselves, set a good example and provide for their children. For example, Helen initially felt that she could give up on education when she had her first child at 16, as it had been a major struggle because of her then undiagnosed dyslexia. Her parents were working-class non-professionals, and she felt they did not value education. But she said caring for her children, and wishing to set them a good example, increased her confidence and eventually she did return to education to gain a professional qualification:
I think it actually gave me confidence. Yeah, because obviously, I mean, at the end of the day, you know, you’ve got to nurture those children, and I think if you’re going to sit there and be a quivering wreck – ‘oh my God, I can’t do this’, then they’re going to be exactly the same […]. (Helen)
Helen went to college as a mature student and had a test for dyslexia after her son was diagnosed with dyslexia as a teenager. Her children’s experiences, as well as her determination to provide them with a positive role model, stimulated her greater understanding of her impairments and abilities. Debora and Isabella also became more focused on achieving qualifications and employment status after having a child at 16 and 19 respectively, though their return to education, and attempts to gain professional qualifications were much less delayed than Helen’s. This may be because both of them had professional parents who talked positively of education. 

What they found helpful in order to maintain paid work
It is noteworthy that five participants were in part-time work as a way of ‘being there’ for their child and reducing the pressures at work. An additional three, now in full-time education, had also worked part-time when their children were younger. As we will see later in this paper, two of the respondents’ partners also worked part-time. There are two further key areas where the women noted they had found things helpful in terms of maintaining work as a mother who was also dyslexic. These involved support and modifications at work and the assistance they received outside of work from partners and the children’s grandparents. In these forms of help there are substantial overlaps with what the literature already indicates, that dyslexic employees, and mothers more generally, may find helpful. These are outlined in the subsequent sections, but we will also suggest areas where dyslexic mothers may have more intense challenges. 

Help within the work environment
What the women found helpful within the work environment varied. Having other people who are dyslexic in their organisation was thought to help in terms of identifying what their own difficulties were, encouraging them to go for a test, and their organisation being more accustomed to the possible needs of a dyslexic person (Beth, Caron, Elaine and Gill). A supervisor who understands their strengths and weaknesses was also highlighted (Amanda, Beth, Gill and Caron). Though being supported and encouraged at work was seen as important, and some expressed the desire for a mentor, only one had a formally assigned mentor (Frances). Frances found her mentor very helpful in planning her time and building her confidence. After her diagnosis, Beth sought out and was informally mentored by a colleague and friend who was dyslexic. 
Other things they found helpful at work were to-do lists (Beth, Gill and Isabella) located in their eye line. Technology that was thought useful included simply having a computer (Caron), headphones to cut out noise (Beth), a ‘pen’ that can record text (Debora), software (Debora, Beth and Gill), an electronic diary (Gill), and use of coloured glasses, screens and films to reduce the glare of white paper (Amanda and Elaine). Some received administrative support (for example, Amanda received approximately seven hours of support per week) to assist in typing up reports, spelling, grammar checking and filing (Amanda, Caron and Elaine). Most of the above were suggested during the Access to Work assessment, the main exceptions being the self-selected mentor (Beth), and the list-making by Isabella. 
Some of the women interviewed who had been prescribed software, such as ‘Dragon’ and ‘Read&Write’,​[5]​ had not utilised it because they did not have the extra time at work or home to dedicate to learning how to use it. Other ‘solutions’ met with similar problems, for example, Elaine had been sent on a stress management course but she found that trying to find the time to do the course created more stress and dropped out.
There were other things that the women were doing for themselves that were perceived to be helpful after having children. The participant who represented herself in her story as doing this most effectively was Gill. She talked of keeping her work within office hours and no longer taking it home, being ‘ruthless’ and more effective at time management at work which meant cutting out things like casual chatting with colleagues, and deciding that a piece of work was ‘good enough’ rather than seeking the perfection she may have sought before having children. It could be argued here that she is becoming a more effective time manager and therefore more of an ‘ideal worker’ through this self-developed strategy.

Help outside of work: partner and parent involvement
The level of help and support with parenting given by partners and the children’s grandparents had a substantial impact on how the women coped with mothering and work. Amanda and Gill had the most support from their partners who were presented as less career-orientated than themselves. For these women, co-parenting was done on a fairly equal basis, and often the male partner took on more of the childcare. For example, Gill said ‘I came back [to work] and that was alright because my partner went part-time as well and we kind of shared it between us, so I worked four days […], my partner only worked two and a half days’. The partners of these women had also proofread for them when they were gaining their qualifications or when they were in employment. 
Despite having substantial help from her partner, being a dyslexic, working mum was still described as ‘a massive juggle’ for Gill, and one that had to be undertaken at ‘a ferocious pace’. But this was not the case in the story Amanda told:
I don’t think I was any different in terms of anybody else, regarding the pressure of working and having a child and childcare. You know, because […] he’s been here after school a lot of the time, you know, in the early years he was the dad at home and I worked. Because [he’s] only worked part-time, you know, most of his working life. (Amanda)
For Amanda, the amount of parenting tasks undertaken by her partner meant that she did not feel the impact on her paid work, of becoming a mother. That she has not sought a managerial post may also help to explain the difference between her story and Gill’s. For Amanda, it was not motherhood that encouraged her to have a test for dyslexia, but a change in the software for recording data at work and a reduction in access to secretarial support that had been standard for all those employed in her profession. 
Other participants were their family’s primary carer, working part-time and their partners full-time, but their partners still shared some of the care (Caron, Debora and Isabella with her second husband). The stories of co-parenting or partner involvement of Amanda, Caron, Debora, Gill and Isabella (second husband only) contrast greatly with the experiences of the other interviewees and with Isabella’s when she was with her first partner. For example, Elaine says of her ex-partner, when their child was born: ‘his life didn’t change’. Indeed, it appears she provided him with extra support that minimised the impact on his career that having a child had, rather than the other way around. 
An important difference between Isabella, Beth, Helen, Jo and Elaine on the one hand and Gill and Amanda on the other, could be that the latter had professional jobs and qualifications when they first had children, as well as less career-orientated partners who enabled this, whilst the former did not. But the interconnectedness of having a profession and a less career-orientated partner is underlined by Frances’s story, because her professional status, gained prior to parenting, did not help her to get more substantial assistance with childcare from her husband. In her story, her partner’s career always took precedence. 
The level of support from their own parents (the children’s grandparents) also impacted on their experience of mothering and the possibility of paid work. Some received help from their parents who proofread their work (Caron and Debora). Four had some support with childcare from the grandparents (Beth, Caron, Debora and Helen). This support enabled Debora to return to college after having her first child at 16 and encouraged her own determination to go on and get a professional job: 
[…] my mum and dad had done so much for me in terms of financial support as well, that I didn’t want to put any extra pressure on them. So I kind of just got on with it, and I knew I wanted to go back to some form of education and I wanted to be in work. […] if it hadn’t have been for my parents’ encouragement, I think I probably would have thought ‘I can’t do this’. (Debora)
Three had minimal if any help from their parents. Indeed Frances and Jo had to care for their parents. Gill had the most challenging relationship with her parents. Having spent her childhood in and out of care, she was later disowned by them because she no longer adhered to her father’s religious beliefs (he is Muslim). Despite support from elsewhere, including friends and siblings, she feels a sense of loss at not having parents who were helpful and supportive as grandparents. This lack of support may help us further explain the differences in Gill’s story from Amanda’s, which alongside her higher level job, could be why she appears to have found it much harder to cope with combining mothering and work than Amanda, despite both having substantial help from their partners.

Discussion and conclusion 
There were five key points that can be gleaned from the material presented in this paper: the particular difficulties some women experienced; what can be helpful to maintain work; the positive impacts that becoming a mother has on work and education for some women; how women may resist notions of themselves as ‘less ideal’ workers; and the diversity of, as well as similarities between, these women’s experiences. 
There were a number of ways in which dyslexia was thought to render ‘juggling’ work and mothering more difficult. Women talked about the need for organisational skills to manage their time effectively and mitigate problems with short-term memory. Those who were employed before they had children also discussed the loss of their old coping strategy: the extra time they once had in the evenings and weekends to make up for the longer time it takes them to read/write. It seems that for most who were progressing well in terms of their career before they had children (Beth, Elaine, Frances, Gill and Jo), having children had a negative impact on their self-perceived abilities for achievement at work. In contrast, for Caron, Debora, Helen and Isabella, becoming a mother before they achieved their potential in education or work helped to develop a determination to improve. It is notable that three of these women had been young mothers. In their stories the need to provide for their child and be a positive role model pushed them to achieve. This indicates that the sequencing of having a child and a career could have different impacts on a person’s story. 
In terms of what women found helpful for maintaining work, going part-time is a common gendered response, with 58 per cent of working mothers, with a youngest child pre-school, working part-time (Office for National Statistics, 2011). The literature also indicates that mentoring dyslexic people can be beneficial (Morris and Turnbull, 2007; Skinner, 2011). Only Frances had such formal support, though Amanda and Gill both spoke of supportive supervisors, and – like respondents in Roulstone et al. (2003) – Beth proactively sought out her own mentor in a friend and colleague. It appears that, for some, a mentor/supportive supervisor (Ryan and Kossek, 2008) was useful. 
Partners and parents also appeared in women’s stories about enabling or disabling their potential to maintain and/or develop work. Many working mothers benefit from the support of a partner (Braun et al., 2011) and/or grandparents (Gray, 2005; Wheelock and Jones, 2002). The need for support may be amplified with dyslexic women because of the additional time required to complete reading/writing-related tasks or organise family/work responsibilities. Amanda’s and Gill’s stories indicate that a partner who is less career-orientated can enable work through co-parenting and proofreading. But with a high-powered job, and without the support of grandparents, the impact of co-parenting may not be enough to prevent high levels of stress, as we saw in Gill’s story. It is also important to note that some of the standard interventions for dyslexic people at work, such as providing software, may be less helpful to parents with childcare commitments because they do not have the extra time outside of work to learn to use the technology. The above indicates that needs assessors should ask about disabled people’s existing coping mechanisms and the feasibility of the interventions they may propose, before they make their recommendations. They should also consider building into the individuals’ workload, the time necessary for learning to use software and other technology. 
One key finding of this study is how different the experiences of the women were, despite having at least three things in common: dyslexia, paid work and mothering. As these intersect at different times and with other variables such as the timing of having a child, and attitudes of partners, managers/supervisors and parents (including religious beliefs and class-related attitudes to education), the experience of being a dyslexic working mother appears to differ. Many perceived an amplification of what other professional working women experience. These women may be vulnerable to being seen as less than ‘ideal’ both in terms of commitment to work and ability to work (by themselves and by their managers/supervisors). This reflects the literature on working mothers generally (see Smithson and Stokoe, 2005). A difference for some may be the reduced time to conceal their impairment when they become a mother. Those who had their children before they worked, however, never had this ‘extra time’ to compensate for their impairments. This may be reflected in the slower progress they made in their education/career, but also meant they did not construct the impact of having a child on their working life in the same way. In their stories, becoming a mother increased their drive to do well in education and work. 
There are issues related to the intersection of class here, but they appear more complex than those presented in Macdonald (2009) because they further intersect with gender, life ‘stage’ (parenting) and religion. In Macdonald’s study, the working-class participants experienced more disabling barriers, and were less likely to view dyslexia positively than middle-class participants. In the case of Helen, a working-class, White woman, her lack of educational access and parental support, as well as early motherhood, did greatly delay her return to education and access to a professional career. However, in her story, having children encouraged her return to education and her will to succeed. Gill’s class position is harder to assess. She is the daughter of a working-class White mother and a higher educated migrant father. Her achievement in education and as a professional cannot simply be attributed to her family’s class status or wealth: her father had to give up his profession when he migrated; and Gill spent her childhood in and out of foster care. It is the complex intersection of disability, gender, life ‘stage’ (parenting), class, religion, being in care, and resources (own determination, partner and mentors) that start to explain the success and difficulties she has had. Based on a simple list of ‘factors’ influencing Gill’s life, we might have been surprised to find that she was the most able to reframe dyslexia as ability and her paid work as ‘good enough’. Having met her, listened to her life story, and experienced her vitality, it can be suggested that Gill has spent a lifetime resisting negative stereotyping (for example, as an ethnic/religious minority girl, in care, who has a specific learning difficulty), and positively reframing herself and ‘proving you can handle it’ is a skill she has developed throughout her life. 
Whilst others did not yet reframe dyslexia as ability, there was evidence of resistance to its framing by others as indicative of less than ‘ideal’ performance, as well as resistance to both the notion that workers should prioritise work over family life and negative constructions of young mothers. We saw this in Beth’s partially successful attempts to resist her managers’ representation of her work as ‘poor’; in the majority going part-time when they had children and half remaining part-time; and in the positive construction of young mothers as more focused on achievement for the good of their family. This resistance might not be at the level of challenging the hegemony of work (Ryan and Kossek, 2008) and for some, the challenges were made by drawing on a gendered discourse of parenting (e.g., going part-time to look after children). However, Gill and Amanda both challenged the notion of an ‘ideal’ worker and parenting norms, as they worked part-time and their male partners took on a substantial portion of the parenting. It was also apparent in participants’ resistance to the notion of the ‘ideal’ worker by using disabled employees’ rights to gain help through workplace assessments. They did this, not to play the system as indicated by Zanoni (2011), but because they needed help to maintain and/or develop their careers.
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^1	  The studies reviewed focused on developed countries, the level of estimated prevalence depended on the definition of dyslexia and method of identification used in any given study (see Pennington, 1991: 46 for detailed discussion). 
^2	  Hays (1996) defines ‘intensive mothering’ as the dominant Western ideology of mothering that is labour intensive, child-centred, highly costly and often results in busy activities and socialising schedules outside nursery/school.
^3	  This is in part because of the high number of people with disabilities who are unemployed (Olsen and Clarke, 2003), and in part the additional difficulties of combining work with parenting if one has a disability. Another reason why there may be less of a focus on work and parenting is that many people with disabilities have had to struggle simply to have the right to parent (see Wates and Jade, 1999).
^4	  Access to Work is the UK Government scheme (linked to Job Centre Plus) that provides grants for disabled people to help them maintain paid work, move into paid work, or become self-employed.
^5	  ‘Dragon’ is voice recognition software that translates spoken words into text. ‘Read&Write’ will check spelling and grammar and read text back to the author. 
